ROBBING   AN   ORCHARD
—such, alas, it was called!—was attended by the sons of
well-to-do farmers and of some professional men. It
was conducted by one John Walling Brooks, who, ac-
cording to Lane, was 'greatly in advance of his time in
matters relating to electricity'. He was also a collector
of china and furniture, and it was to him that John Lane
ascribes the birth of his own interest in such matters.
On one occasion, Lane and two or three of his school-
fellows who had been sent for a walk to Eggesford,
carried out a raid on Lord Portsmouth's orchard. They
were filling their pockets with the fruit, when they were
alarmed by the sound of voices and horses' hoofs ap-
proaching. Lane promptly mounted his tree, while his
accomplices, less agile or less daring, sought such cover
as they could find below. To their great surprise and
alarm, they perceived that the riders were Lord Ports-
mouth himself and his son, Lord Lymington. The
marauders, however, were mercifully unobserved; the
horsemen rode on.
At the General Election of 1868, Sir Stafford North-
cote came down to Hartland to address the electors.
Lewis Lane, a staunch Tory and a Churchman, was
persuaded by his wife to interview Sir Stafford on their
son's behalf. Sir George Stucley's influence was also
enlisted, as was that of the Rev. Robert Stephen Hawker.
The result of all this industrious wire-pulling was that in
the following August a letter was received from Mr.
P. W. Davison, the Secretary of the Railway Clearing
House, nominating John Lane to a junior clerkship in
that institution. His presence was required in London
two days later. That was terribly short notice. There
was not a moment to be lost. Unfortunately, John was
nowhere to be found. His mother had given him an
Exmoor pony on which he was accustomed to ride about
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